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      The Guardian of the Isles, Protector of the Aegis, Hero to the People, requested the strawberry tart. Waited for it. The blistering kitchens scalloped in the mountainside treated her addition to their evening dinner onslaught at first with disdain then, with Ami’s gentle clarification as to the tart’s intended, with reverence.

      At least she waited in twilight. A cold black iron rail her stalwart companion on the overlook serving as the front entrance to those few who braved the food factories above Noctia’s busiest, only city. The brush-pocked slope fell away below her, curling out towards the ocean. Along the way, rock and plant ceded to sculpted stone and lantern light. Every home, every building sloping their stone dew-catching roofs towards rain barrels.

      Ami ran her hands along her arms, tracing the orange filament on the tunic’s sleeves. Almost the same shade as the hot forges back home, the ones she worked in, laughing, not all that long ago.

      Noctia’s waters held sails, each one telling its own story. To the left stuck up the sloped triangles from Kance, cutters built for beauty and speed. They could wrestle the slightest breeze and burst over the waves. Next, a rare broad leaf from Vis’s western coast, its amber sides oiled and curled, keeping the Kance ships separate from the jagged Rana knives.

      Last, as ever in the largest berths, were the thick-masted Foti galleons. Cargo moving on and off, swarthy curses and sea talk rising all the way up here.

      “Guardian,” came a hallowed voice behind Ami, and she turned to see a woven basket held out towards her. Face bowed, wrapped in culinary’s slight gray shift, the server looked like a supplicant. “Your request is ready.”

      “Then hand it to me,” Ami replied, fighting off a sharper word when the server didn’t move. “I’m not your lord.”

      “Please,” the server said.

      Ami looked past the pathetic form as she took the basket, found the chef watching them. Hunting for a reason to knock the server around. She gave the man, covered in a day’s grease and splatter, the slightest glare.

      He gave her a broad grin in return while the server scampered for the safety of his next delivery.

      No matter how long she lived here, Ami would never embrace Noctia’s customs. And, she suspected, the chef would never stop needling her with the same.

      The walk from the kitchens to her destination grew less and less civilized with every step. Noctia’s forms and functions dissipated as Ami scaled the mountainside, boots crunching on fresh gravel. A necessity given yesterday’s rain, the pebbles spread to keep hapless, distracted visitors from slipping off the slope side. To her right, a single tied rope separated Ami from a long fall. Every so often a Foti-crafted post rose from the rock, a torch burning near Ami’s eye level to light the way.

      The minimal measures meant, at dusk, few braved the perilous pathway. The way back would be deserted. If Ami decided to return that evening at all.

      Twenty minutes from the kitchen—Ami had timed the walk—the path stopped, turning hard left into the mountain itself. No cavern greeted Ami, but instead a filigreed purple-and-black smear. Noctia’s straight edge abhorrence made Ami feel almost queasy up close: the arches and swirls in the gateway defying any easy focal point. Someone, when Ami first came here so long ago, had delivered some exhausting speech as to why Noctia did this. The late hour hid the reasoning in her memory.

      Holding the basket in her left hand, Ami turned her attention instead to the pair scrambling up at her approach.

      Playing cards scattered around a low burning fire at the gateway’s entry, the heat a welcome touch as the ascent cooled things enough for Ami to tug her cloak a bit tighter. A meal’s remnants, two bowls, a soup pot, sat near twin stone benches. Their former occupants now faced Ami, the picture of Noctia’s nonchalance.

      “Guardian,” said the first, standing taller than Ami, though his youth made the stance shaky. His voulge wobbled in the gravel, the curved spear’s end catching the firelight like some jittery insect. “We weren’t expecting you?”

      The second one, older but no more sure of himself, kept both hands on his own voulge to keep it steady. Behind them, joining their food on the ground, lay two chakrams, the sharp discs doing no good in the dust.

      “Who were you expecting?” Ami replied, keeping her left hand free at her side.

      “Nobody, honest,” the youth said. “It’s late.”

      “I noticed. Stand aside.”

      The two parted, their loose purple-and-black mail clanking at the motion. Ill-fitted. Scraps thrown up for appearances. It’d been like this last time too, near the end.

      The tunnel through wasn’t far, but Ami took her time. For one, the level ground marked a break from the uphill climb and the cave gave her cover from the wind. Mostly, though, she reserved the minutes for the carvings.

      Faces and years etched into the sloping cinnamon-colored walls. Done in detail, the heads emerged from the stone into sharp relief, showing the people who had done so much for so many. By now, Ami knew them all, and she repeated each name as she went, though the faces covered both sides. In a few more, so she’d heard, they’d begin doubling up, adding another row below the old ones.

      If things lasted that long, anyway.

      Claiming a patch at the right side’s end, haloed in Ami’s torch’s glow, was the one face she really knew. Somehow, they’d managed to capture the kindness in Catya’s hard features. Determination mingling with the exhaustion already setting in, even though the sculpting came a month into her . . . what, would you call it a reign?

      Ami sniffed, stuck the torch in the holder at the exit. She’d pick it up again on the return. More efficient than lining the whole tunnel with the things.

      She wouldn’t need the light for this last stretch.

      The cave ended in a steep bowl, the rock sweeping away beneath her into a cozy crater. Steps, complete with another rope handrail, marched down towards the crater’s center. Above, Sichi, the pink moon, took its place in a cloudless sky. Lucky. Not even Ami was cynical enough to deny the wonder the moon’s light made of the crater’s bed.

      Lelune, purple six-petaled plants growing near the ground, stretched and bloomed in Sichi’s glow. The crater wore a violet carpet, glimmering across the bowl until the steeper sides made a sloppy edge. Dart bugs feasted on the miracle, blue lines appearing for instants as they went from one blossom to another.

      If she didn’t have a tart to deliver, Ami would’ve stayed up there for an hour just watching. Maybe she would still, after dessert. After Catya.

      Her left hand, freed from its torch duties, found its way to the hilt at Ami’s waist. Just touching the wrapped metal helped, as it always had. Stability, defense, death, all in Ami’s control.

      Thus buttressed, she took the steps down at a near skip, her cloth boots scuffing each step before sliding on to the next. No gravel here, and the stolid stone spoke to her as it always did. A hard language to learn, an easy one to use.

      The crater’s center held a domed cap, a loose mushroom cloak. This being Noctia, the dome matched the blooming flowers, with black metal lacing the Kance-crafted canvas. The metal ran down off the dome’s edges into the rock, both keeping the cloth secure and serving as a funnel to any visitors.

      A single entry, single file, with a single guard stationed outside.

      Unlike the buffoons on the ridge, this one, a Ward, stood in full regalia. Voulge stamped on the stone, chakrams looped on her back, and the small circle shield tied tight to the woman’s right wrist. Ami found no fear in the face looking at her, straight in the shadow cast by the flowers.

      No torches out here. Not tonight.

      “Guardian,” the Ward said. “You’re late.”

      “The kitchens were busy,” Ami replied, then tilted her head. “Your friends at the guardhouse said I wasn’t expected?”

      “They don’t listen,” the Ward said. “A problem to be corrected.” She tilted the voulge towards the weapon on Ami’s waist. “Remove it.”

      “You’re new?”

      The Ward blinked. Definitely new, then. Might as well cut her a break.

      “I’m Catya’s Guardian,” Ami said. “She’s got nothing to fear from me.”

      “All the same⁠—“

      “I’m not taking this off.” Ami kept it measured, raised the tart’s basket. “It’s getting late. Move.”

      Every new Ward meant another power struggle. Every time, now, went faster than the last. None had forced Ami’s chosen from her hip, and this one wouldn’t be the first.

      The Ward came to the same conclusion, stepping aside and waving Ami through. Ami gave her a nod as she went past. Enough politeness to ensure a smooth encounter the next time.

      The inside had a miserable air. Always did, save the very first time Ami’s eyes graced the Wound. Then, she’d been awed by legend made real. Now, her stomach curled and a familiar frown found her face.

      In the crater’s exact center sat a pit wide enough to swallow Ami whole. A perfect circle, one with a bottom nobody could see. Torches dropped inside would vanish into unknowable depths. Noctia histories claimed some brave, doomed souls had tried to climb down, only to have their ropes pulled up, the explorers never seen again.

      Sitting in a cushioned chair overlooking the Wound, as she had been without ceasing for the last eleven years, was Catya.

      “Throne treating you well?” Ami asked.

      A bad joke, and one Catya met with a slow sigh. Or maybe it was the wind, free to whistle inside through the dome’s loose metal fence.

      Ami felt more stares on her as she went in, two other Wards watching from the dome’s far sides. These two held to the same high vigilance, their arms at ready.

      Not, Ami suspected, because of her.

      “I have a surprise,” Ami said, grabbing the small side table, dragging it over near Catya, the pit, and her chair. “Know what day it is?”

      Catya looked Ami’s way at that, a slow turn, wispy white hair blowing across her face. Was there a smile in there, or was Ami imagining things?

      Ami opened the basket, took out the tart and the two Foti heaters. She cracked each one, the thin sticks melding minerals and steaming for several magic minutes. Ami rested the tart on top, then glanced back into the basket for utensils.

      Only one set, but that wasn’t the problem—on the road, Ami, Catya, and the others shared everything—what had Ami’s hand hesitating was a covered cup. On top sat a small note scribbled on thin Tamas paper.

      “She’ll eat this. Enjoy the tart.”

      Ami felt a hand on her own, saw the weathered skin, the rough nails, the weak grip. She followed Catya’s arm up to her shawled shoulder, to the broad necklace. Bronzed and mottled, the band held seven small stones, each one dim.

      So faint now. So fast.

      Catya put up a genuine smile as she drank the cup, a thin version of the tart’s filling. Ami, after reconciling with herself that the tart shouldn’t go to waste, scarfed the dessert with just enough skill to keep the strawberry from blobbing all over her.

      In between bites, Ami talked. She ran over Noctia’s gossip, visitors of note, the ongoing conflict between Whent and Rana. Catya listened, said nothing.

      She hadn’t spoken in a while. That happened to every Aegis, or so Ami had been told. What they didn’t say was how close to the end the silence meant. A year? Several?

      Or less?

      As she finished the tart, Ami slowed her stories. Catya’s loose smile fell to a concentrated frown, her friend’s eyes falling to the pit.

      The Dark Below. That’s what Noctia called it, whatever lay down there. The name seemed to whisper as Ami thought it, a harsh sound, a blade scraped against the rock. Ami leaned towards the pit, looking down into its yawning black, her left hand reaching out and gripping Catya’s.

      The sound came again. Not a wind’s whisper this time, no. With it came footsteps, the Wards moving closer. One set aside their voulge to take up a chakram. Ami kept hold of Catya’s hand.

      The scrabbling grew louder, closer, and more frantic. Something yelped, hissed, gurgled. Catya drew in a sharp breath, and the golden stone on her necklace flared ever so slightly.

      The sounds ceased. No whimpers, no dying cry.

      The Wards relaxed. Ami sat back on her heels.

      “You’ve still got it,” Ami said. “Happy birthday, Catya.”

      Her friend, the Aegis, protector of the Seven Isles, turned her withered face towards Ami. A question lit Catya’s eyes.

      “Thirty,” Ami answered. “Still a youngster.”

      Not a soul in the room thought Catya would see thirty-one.
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      Three paces out and the branch held firm. On the fourth, the golden brown wood trembled. Wax held his arms out, had his feet heel-to-toe, and waited for the rustling wind to quiet. Not that Vis ever truly stopped talking: if it wasn’t the wind, then the birds and beasts would fill the air with their chatter.

      And, if not them, Wax and his friends.

      A whoop came up and over to Wax’s right, a bubbling delight as Sawi dove past him, riding a vine down from the canopy. The vine tightened, swinging Sawi up before Wax’s branch. She released, her body stretching through the gap between the vine and her target.

      “Thief,” Wax called after her, breaking off his careful walk for a two step jump into the open air.

      Vis spread below him, a dense pack flush with greens, yellow, blues and reds. Needles and nettles. Leaves and loam.

      Wax didn’t spare a glance for it, instead keeping his view locked on the giant frond ahead and below. Sawi had already landed, disappeared into a slide down the long leaf, its sides cupping up like a tube cut in half.

      Letting the landing take his legs out from under him, Wax lay back on the frond, slapping his hands to his sides to pick up speed. He lifted his head, watched Sawi hit the frond’s upturned end and sail into space.

      A chance.

      Wax, feeling the frond’s every vein against his bare back, scalloped through the end and followed Sawi into the air, his bigger body giving him enough height to backflip, to reach upwards and snag a loose line Sawi didn’t reach.

      Spindly and weak, the vine tore out with Wax’s pull, but the resistance gave more curve to Wax’s flight, let him reach a thicker, winding tree trunk. Gnarled and twisted, the trunk lit up like a target as Wax let the faltering vine go. Tight leather shoes helped his feet grip the bark as Wax landed, swung around, and found a branch to run down.

      Sawi, going by her voice, was somewhere below and to his left. Going by her words, she thought she had the race won.

      Always cocky, that one.

      A bird, its black feathers belying a glistening red undercoat, startled at Wax’s arrival, squawking outrage as Wax blitzed by, dodging the creature’s egg-filled nest. The branch narrowed before him, ending in a slight twin prong.

      No obvious next move.

      Up ahead lay the finish, a blossoming sana flower. Its white-edged, pink pedals stuck out flat, letting the blue-gold middle reach for the sun. Those same pedals forced away encroaching trees, giving the sana its own place in the canopy.

      And giving Wax an idea.

      As his foot hit the last, thin spot on his branch, Wax swept his right hand to his waist, snatching off the coiled, oiled rope from its belt-like wrap. Wax found himself in the air, a weightless moment with loose leaves above, crowded jungle below, and he threw the rope ahead.

      A narrow tree waited, the rope catching on the speckled white bark and holding fast. Wax’s free-fall turned into a swing, though he had to throw his body aside to keep from caking himself against the tree’s trunk. Instead, taking only a few leaves to the face, a scratch to the shoulder, Wax soared past the tree and into the sana’s space. As he flew, Wax pushed up on the rope, telling the clinging stickers on its end to let loose. The rope obeyed, sliding free and trailing after Wax as he shot towards the sana.

      The beautiful flower claimed its domain with more than petals: the stalk climbing to the canopy had a rippled body, hard plates giving way here and there to jutting thorns. More than one Vis native had found himself impaled at the end of a run like this.

      Not that Wax would ever have that problem.

      Floating free, Wax struck the sana towards the stalk’s center, right above the jagged, tooth-like thorns. His feet found purchase on the rough surface, his left hand gripping the stalk while his right wound the rope into position.

      Wax couldn’t hear Sawi anymore. Just that angry bird.

      The climb went quick, Wax’s fingers finding gaps in the sana’s defenses. His boots nestled into slight ridges, marks made by creatures with claws. Sweat ran free, droplets running over Wax’s sloping orange-and-azure ink. His hair, at least, wasn’t a problem: cut short yesterday to be ready for the ceremony, his bangs no longer threatened to stab Wax’s own eyes. Not once did he feel his arms burn, his legs call out for a break.

      Why would they? This was life, this was everything on Vis.

      Getting atop the sana was a bit tricky. The flower’s stalk ended in a bulb, the spherical sides curling up and away from Wax. He studied, taking his left hand to peel some sana bark free and stick it in his mouth. Chewed, the tangy sweetness hitting as Wax’s saliva broke the stiff stuff down. Sticky, too.

      Wax fished the bark out, rubbed it on his hands. Tested planting palms on the sana’s side, felt the suction. Not enough to hold him for long, but in a rapid climb?

      He’d get points for originality, anyway.

      Wax minced a couple more bark bits in his mouth, gave his hands a good coating, whooped once—a wordless challenge to nature—and jumped. Hooking his legs as best he could around the upturning outside, Wax scrambled, placing his sticky hands one after another. The juice sloughed off with every slap, every tearaway.

      The white pink petal waited, shining like a dawn cloud above. Wax made a lunge, his hands coming loose, his legs not quite managing a hold. His left fingers stretched, found the petal’s edge. Held.

      And dropped.

      Sawi’s arm swung down, her hand latching onto Wax’s wrist as he started to tumble. Laying flat on the petal, Sawi pulled, bringing Wax up enough for him to get a grip.

      “Nice save,” Wax said, sprawling out on the petal along with Sawi, both looking up towards the glaring sun. No clouds today. “Would’ve had it though.”

      “Would you?” Sawi said, not bothering to look his way. “Your rope’s coiled.”

      “I’m fast enough.”

      “Then next time I’ll let you fall.”

      Wax smiled. Beneath him, the sana felt both firm and buttery. Comfy enough to get ideas, but Sawi was sitting up already, heading towards the sana’s middle. Her sun-bleached hair wrapped around the flower perennially found resting among the locks, the small discs in her ears matching Wax’s in the youth’s dark green color. For now, anyway. She unwound the pouch from her tanned woven stalk shorts, opening the small bag and filling it with blue and gold tendrils.

      “Not going to relax a minute?” Wax asked, following her lead. The pouch tied into the knee-length weaving, making it easy to carry along on tree-jumping journeys like this one. “It’s beautiful up here.”

      “If I said yes, we’d be up here an hour.” Sawi grinned. “If you’d been faster, maybe we’d have the time.”

      “You should’ve warned me, I would’ve tried harder.”

      “A warning? Where’s the fun in that?”

      They poked and played, the spoken-word sortie that always ended these adventures. Back home, they’d catch every eye roll their friends and families had to give. Up here? A private, special game.

      “See that?” Sawi said as they rewound their pouches, sitting on a different petal and looking out towards the northern sea.

      “Looks like a Foti ship,” Wax said, shielding the sun with his hand and guessing at the squared sail, the blackwood deck rising high over the waves. “Second one this week.”

      “Almost the end of summer,” Sawi mused. “Bet they want to get one more run up north.”

      Wax shrugged. “So long as they keep bringing those candies, I don’t care.”

      Sawi laughed. They dangled their legs over the distant drop. Their fingers found each other, and they watched the ship cut its slow way over the waves towards the inlet marking their home.

      Vis spread out around them, rippling hills covered with color. Hawks and vultures swooped at their eye level, while distant hoots and hollers marked creatures making conversation. A lingering brilliance, something Wax took in with a deep breath and a happy sigh.

      “Think Pan’s wondering where we’ve gone?” Wax said.

      “He’s nose-deep in the dirt,” Sawi replied. “Should we go rescue him?”

      True, the afternoon was getting on. While Vis was plenty magical at night, that magic was best experienced somewhere safer than up here. Like, say, back home. With a warm meal and a seaside bath.

      “Guess so.”

      

      The rich black earth parted without resistance, thick grains rolling off Pan’s fingers. He lifted what remained to his nose, took a slow sniff. Read what the scents told him.

      The day had been good already, it was about to get even better.

      In the distance Sawi or Wax called out, their happy cries burnishing Pan’s mood. Golden sun shafts danced on the forest floor, leaves giant and small rustled, and Pan’s loaded satchels rested on his legs as he squatted, reaching for his next target.

      Beneath a fallen log, coated over with moss, lay the true treasure: morels, big and fluffy, perfect for any meal. Wax and Sawi could spend all the time they liked jumping up in the branches, Pan would get the better reception for his work down below.

      Not to mention the shade, the option to walk barefoot and feel the ground beneath his toes?

      He slung off a satchel, let it rest on some moldering leaves next to him while Pan went to work. Cutting the morels loose came easier with the Foti knife, a simple gray blade, wrapped at his waist. Every cut tore another beige mushroom free, every toss added to the harvest.

      The find was so good Pan didn’t even hear the change around him. Animal voices flying up and dying fast to silence. A crackle on the forest floor behind him. The soft breath as something new approached.

      Pan did hear the sputtering hiss just fine. He spun, falling from his squat to land butt-first in the dirt, knife held out in some feeble threat. Morels spilled from the overturned satchel.

      A hanoko, sandy yellow fur, dark lines between the gold, and slobbering from its twin forked tongues, snarled as someone else ruined its ambush. The furred, six-pawed beast stood on its hind legs, its tall vantage giving it four swipes at the rigid bamboo pole swatting it. Pan’s eyes followed the pole to its wielder, though he should’ve guessed.

      Covered in blue and gold ink, Bliss knocked the claws aside before poking the hanoko in the chest. Not a killing blow, not even a wounding one, just a warning. The hanoko, green eyes at about the narrowest slits Pan had ever seen, gave another nasty, spitting hiss—a shower Bliss would likely want to wash off—and fled, twin tails whipping through the brush.

      Bliss tracked the creature’s flight for a few seconds while Pan reloaded his satchel. Hanokos could come back, play their prey into thinking they’d won only to strike from somewhere new. This one, though?

      “Think you gave it a good scare,” Pan said. “It won’t attack again.”

      Bliss sent him a frown, one hand leaving the pole to flicker through a language few knew, save Wax, his family, and a few friends.

      ‘You can’t know that.’

      “Nope,” Pan replied, “but I can guess. Nothing wants a whack from your pole unless it’s desperate, and there’s too many easier things to eat around here.”

      ‘Like you?’

      “Apparently.” Pan stood, shouldered up his satchels. “I’m grateful, but what are you doing here?”

      ‘Brother asked me to keep an eye on you because he was going to be busy.’

      Pan narrowed his eyes at the girl, tried to pick out a tell from her straight expression.

      “You’re getting better. I don’t know if you’re lying or not.”

      Bliss’s face brightened, her hand flashed faster, too fast for Pan to follow and she had to repeat the gestures.

      ‘Really? I’ve been practicing!’

      Pan laughed, “Then practice holding it to the end next time. Doesn’t do any good if you give up the lie halfway through.” Pan nodded past her, through the woods back towards home. “C’mon, the bags are full and I’m hungry.”

      Bliss looked past him now, but in the opposite direction. Pan matched her look, saw no sign of Wax and Sawi.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Pan said. “My guess, they’ll get back home without ever touching the ground.”

      ‘They’re going alone a lot.’ Bliss signed, but she matched Pan’s walk.

      “Because they both know what’s coming.”

      ‘Is it really that big of a deal? Sawi’s not leaving, right?’

      “Change is change,” Pan replied. “Right now, things are good. Tomorrow? Who can say?”
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      Traders said Wax’s home was the most beautiful spot in the world. Nestled into a bay with soaring, tree-coated hills on all sides, Kitaye used its scenery. Oiled docks jutted out into turquoise waters, small waves lapping up onto a soft white sand beach. Walkways crossed the dunes, leading up to thatched, frond-covered workshops, markets, restaurants and anything else a person might want. Ladders, both rope and wood, dangled down from the huge trees, leading curious eyes to search skyward and find a whole second city nestled in the branches above.

      Wax’s family, along with all the Kitaye natives, lived among the leaves. Safe from predators, both natural and human. Though Wax hadn’t seen a raid from Kance or Rana in his life, stories told of incoming pillagers landing to find empty shells and raining arrows.

      A time or two of that and the invaders had found easier targets.

      “Like you,” Wax said, shimmying down a peeling palm tree to land next to Pan and Bliss. Sawi had gone ahead, the late afternoon pulling her to obligations Wax refused to think about.

      “Like me what?” Pan asked, not stopping his walk, loaded satchels swaying as he went over sticks, mashed leaves, and hiked through muddy patches.

      “Bliss said you were about to be a hanoko’s dinner,” Wax said, scampering ahead of Pan and throwing up his hands as if they were claws. “Too deep in your own head again?”

      Pan shot Bliss a look declaring the feisty girl a traitor, she just grinned back. So Pan held up his prizes instead.

      “It was a good spot,” Pan said, then noticed Wax’s missing pouch. “Sawi take yours again?”

      “I gave it to her as a gift,” Wax replied, walking backward. He danced as he moved, feeling the contours on his bare feet—the climbing shoes came off once Wax hit the forest floor—and dodging sticks, stones without looking. “Trying to be nice, you know?”

      Bliss spun her fingers. Pan laughed, “Definitely lost the race.”

      The banter beat back and forth as the trio neared Kitaye, the distance measured more by cooking spices filling the air than meters walked. By the time they hit the city’s outskirts, all three could hear their own stomachs rumbling, a sound not even the hollow bamboo flutes and coconut drums could drown out.

      The thick trees made the city’s appearance an instant thing, a step or two from isolated wander to crowded bustle. Wax hesitated at the last step, still buried in ferns and buzzing insects, while Pan and Bliss kept right on going. It’d be hours, now, till he could leave the city again for the jungle’s trance, hours that couldn’t pass quick enough.

      ‘Coming?’ Bliss asked, glancing back his way. Her bamboo staff didn’t look so ridiculous on her back anymore. When had she grown so? ‘Or are you scared?’

      “Scared?” Wax snorted, stepped on through. “Scared of what?”

      ‘How much cooler I am than you.’ Bliss stood straighter, stretched, showed off the new tattoo on her upper right arm.

      “When did that happen?” Wax grabbed his sister’s arm, took a closer look. “You’re too young.”

      An off-center circle covered her shoulder blade, with thorns pointing inward along the edge. A sana flower sat in the middle, its purple petals the only color in the otherwise black ink.

      ‘It’s not about age,’ Bliss signed, pulling her arm away. ‘Skill matters.’

      Wax tried to see Bliss, hit by descending sunlight along her right side, as the defender that tattoo said she was. Wax didn’t have one on his shoulder, most of the city didn’t. A badge like that put you on the front lines if Kitaye or its people needed you. Some disaster, like a fire, or a predator, or someone lost in the woods.

      For all that, Wax couldn’t see it. Bliss still looked as she always had, a goofy girl with a strong swing. And yet, he caught a different slant to her look back his way, something he did recognize.

      A slant any older sibling would know.

      “Hey, that’s cool,” Wax said. “Congrats, little flower. Proud of you.”

      For once, Bliss didn’t flinch at her old nickname.

      ‘Jealous?’

      “Not at all. While you’re watching Pan gather mushrooms, I’ll be swinging up top. You can have the ink. I’ll keep the trees.”

      Pan didn’t hear the slight, the man long gone towards the city’s market. He’d pawn off all those mushrooms for a better dinner, breakfast, and maybe some other trinket. With nothing of their own to trade, Wax and Bliss didn’t bother going towards the shoreline shops, instead heading straight to the cook fires.

      Kitaye spread around the entire inlet, neighborhoods separated by groves. In those groves, on the forest floor, cleared out areas worked as places for meals, for games, and gatherings. From sun up till sun down Wax could find a snack here, could find people he’d known from his first breath waiting to ask him what he’d seen that day, what he’d found out there.

      Ask his dad, and Wax’s elder would describe when Kitaye used to empty itself out, everyone dashing into the forest or alighting on the massive cupped leaf boats to go fishing in the sea. At the day’s close the city would come alive with the returns, everyone sharing in the plenty, a nightly communal feast.

      Wax could see pieces of that past now, as he and Bliss went by deeper workshops, gardens, storage thatches to their own clearing. Gatherers from his neighborhood dropped their findings onto a vast table in the center, where others would come, take what they needed and return to their smoldering fires to roast the prizes for dinner. The meals smelled good, the table overflowing with fruits, coconuts, strung up fish, peppers and more. A good day.

      “A sad picture,” grumbled Wax’s father as his children caught up to him at the table. The bent-backed man sifted through spindly purple-pink dragon fruit, shuffling a few into his satchel. “You’re lucky you don’t know the past.”

      “Hello to you too, dad,” Wax said, his father glancing at him in response, hunting for Wax’s pouch and not finding it. “Gave it to Sawi today. As a gift.”

      “You lost the race again,” His dad huffed, shook his head. “You can’t keep making that bet if you never win, Tywinax.”

      Wax frowned at his dad’s shadow, his formal name. The man doubled up his son in girth, a progression aligned with his swap from jungle runs to culinary captain. New ink painted over the old, completed loops on his father’s back with yellow flourishes marking the change in profession. Wax’s own marks remained open, waiting for his future to arrive.

      “Don’t act like you didn’t do the same thing,” Wax countered, slipping a reach in to nab a sweet pepper.

      “Yes, but I won.”

      Bliss had the biggest grin on her face when Wax turned around, pepper prize in hand.

      ‘Laugh now,’ Wax signed back. ‘He’ll be on you next.’

      ‘For what?’ Bliss shot back. ‘I’m perfect, remember?’

      ‘Till he sees that marker, you mean.’

      Bliss narrowed her eyes, but she didn’t adjust her staff. When they’d entered the cooking circle, Bliss had shifted the shoulder strap holding the bamboo stick in place to cover the fresh ink. Someone would tell their father eventually, but not yet.

      And, no matter how much he might want to, that someone would not be Wax.

      “Go get your mother,” their father said, a big woven bowl now laden in his huge hands. “She won’t want to miss the meal.”

      Wax and Bliss didn’t need to ask where their mother was. With the Foti ship coming in, she, along with Kitaye’s other traders, would be at the water’s edge looking for a deal.

      If the cooking circles split by neighborhood, the seaside market split by skill. If you knew something well enough to sell it, you earned a spot along the shoreline. Whenever new ships came by, and more came almost every day, Kitaye’s charmers flocked to their spots to hawk Vis’s treasures.

      Sprawling away to both right and left from Wax’s central entry, the market followed the inlet around its swoop. Tall signposts with waving painted flags sectioned off various wares, with foods and plants to the right and crafted goods on the left. Every booth, thatched wood and fronds all, held a display counter and wall racks. Each, too, had a master and apprentices.

      Wax’s mother ran a mushroom spot on the right, a narrow booth between more popular mango and pineapple slingers. Pan had beaten his friends there, already unloading the morels from his satchel when Wax and Bliss walked up to the front.

      Wax’s mother, freshly repainted this morning in orange patterns signaling her rank—master—and role—trader—held a scrawny Foti’s attention. The wiry, thistle-bearded man turned over a puffball in his hands, whistling at the size.

      “She’ll carry crated,” Wax’s mom said as her son drifted closer. Bliss moved past him to help Pan, leaving her staff stuck in the sand like a pole. “We have several more, if you’d care to bundle up?”

      The Foti nodded, “I’ll take’em if you got’em.” He looked up, seemed to notice Pan for the first time. “You have any shrives in there?”

      Wax glanced at Pan. No way he’d found any of those today. Pan would’ve been gloating the whole way back if he had.

      “No luck,” Pan replied. “Didn’t go deep enough.”

      “Tomorrow, will you?” The Foti asked. “Have a bad need for one. Or as many as you can get.”

      “It’s not a quick journey to go that deep,” Wax’s mother said, throwing up a sad smile. “We’d need to prepare, and there’s no party⁠—“

      “I can pay well,” the Foti man interrupted. “Enough to make it worth your while.” Wax’s mother sighed as the Foti man bowled her over with his words, “I’m saying I’ve got better things. Real Foti gear that’d change your lives. Nobody will give you what I’ve got for your bananas, for your baskets. Get me those shrives, though, and you’ll have it.”

      “Have what?” Wax asked.

      The Foti man gave Wax a nasty grin, reached over his shoulder and pulled at the weapon sheathed behind his back. Everyone on Vis knew what a sword was, everyone knew the things weren’t necessary. No hunter needed a sword when spears, bows and arrows were around.

      Weapons of war, so Wax’s father said, served only to bring war to the ones wielding them.

      But it was hard to deny the perfect silver cut on the sapphire-blue metal as the Foti man drew the blade, as it caught the sunset and held the fire.

      “Bring me three shrives and the blade’s yours,” the Foti said. “Bring me five and I’ll give you the knife that goes with it.”

      “The knife?” Wax wrinkled his nose. “Why a knife?”

      Quicker than Wax could grab a leaf, the Foti flipped a hand to his waist, drew out a smaller blue-shaded blade the length of his forearm. Holding the larger sword in front, the Foti man stabbed forward with the smaller blade, right towards Wax’s stomach.

      “Block with one, gut’em with the other. Quick way to end a fight,” the Foti man kept up his grin. “From what I’ve seen, this pair would make you king of the isle.”

      “Five shrives?” Wax said, ignoring his mother’s frown, Pan’s and Bliss’s confused stares. “Two days?”

      “Two days.” The Foti replaced his weapons, spat in a palm and held it out towards Wax. “Deal.”

      Wax matched the spit, slapped his palm against the offered one. The Foti chuckled, took the packed puffballs from Wax’s mother, and fished in his shoulder bag. Pulled out a fresh cast iron pan and set it on the counter.

      “As we agreed,” the Foti man said.

      “As we agreed,” Wax’s mother replied, though her charm had fled, leaving nothing but ice in its wake.

      “Two twilights, friend,” the Foti man said, giving Wax a nod and venturing off back towards his ship.

      Wax watched the man walk for a few strides back towards the inlet’s center, where the main docks sat. The only ones that could hold a ship the size of this one, those docks bustled now as trading flew into full swing.

      Wax’s mother wouldn’t be the only one late to dinner tonight.
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      If days in Kitaye buzzed, then the nights sang. Wax dangled his legs off his family’s treehouse and watched pink moonlit waves visible through hanging branches, rope platforms and the like. Sichi shone bright tonight. In his right hand, Wax spun a reed through his knuckles, back and forth. Normally, about this time, he’d be meeting Sawi for a dash along the beach, maybe a snack up in the canopy somewhere. Normally . . .

      “Well look who’s still here,” said a muscle-bound, grittier version of Wax, though Quik would likely say Wax was the scrawnier, goofier copy of himself. Red armbands and a crimson feather taken off some kill marked Quik’s role. A woven chain hung from his neck, its end a wooden disc carved with the hunter’s clawed sigil. “When’s the last time you spent a night at home, brother?”

      “Don’t remember.”

      Quik slid his legs off the platform, let them drape. The brother had a couple years on Wax, and it showed in the completed red and black circles on Quik’s arms. A couple scars, too, from hunts gone awry.

      “I’d say that’s a sign you’re gone too much, but I know you won’t take it that way,” Quik said.

      “How would I take it?”

      “That I’m trying to tie you down to this family. Responsibility and all those words you treat like curses.”

      “Thought that was your job? The family?”

      Quik glanced down at his hands. No reed spinning there, just fingers flat on thighs. They both wore thin weaves for sleeping, no decorations, no tools. No planned adventures.

      “You saw what Bliss did?” Quik asked.

      “Following your lead.” Wax avoided looking Quik’s way. The trees were more pleasant scenery than his brother’s judging stare. “She’s good with that staff.”

      “She is. Kitaye’s lucky to have her.” Quik took a deep breath, always a sign he was going to embark on some speech. “We’d be lucky to have you too, if you’d take it seriously.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Mom told me about your deal with that Foti. You’re going after shrives? Just two days?”

      “I’m fast enough to get there.” Wax shrugged. “He’s offering a real sword, Quik. I saw it.”

      Quik snorted, “The only thing you’d do with a blade is cut yourself.”

      “Or cut the next hanoko that makes a move on Pan.” Wax pointed out beyond the trees, where the Foti’s ship marked its shadow. “You see how big they’re getting? How many new things are on every one that comes here? We’re offering the same stuff. Nothing changes for us.”

      “You’re saying?”

      “I’m saying dad and mom talk about how we used to get raided until we built the tree houses. Foti, Kance, Rana. They’re growing stronger, we’re staying the same.”

      Quik smiled, drawing Wax’s look. His brother’s face held laughter, light mockery.

      “And your single sword will change all that?” Quik asked.

      “It’ll be a start. It’ll convince the city to⁠—“

      “This is about Sawi, isn’t it?”

      Wax blinked. “What?”

      “She’s getting marked soon, and you won’t be for another year at least. So what’s poor Wax going to do to measure up?”

      “That’s not—“ Wax stopped, sighed. “What do you even know about it? You’ve never had anyone. You spend all your time with the hunters.”

      “I know,” Quik said, apparently giving up the fight before it even started. “But I’m going to get on this one.”

      The admission answered why Quik was out here in the first place. He and Wax didn’t exactly do the heart-to-heart thing. Probably because they both kept their days busy, kept themselves apart.

      Nonetheless, the idea of Quik jumping on some Foti ship and sailing away had Wax laughing.

      “How’re you going to do that?” Wax said, Quik’s calm face stealing away some mirth. His brother seemed serious. Ridiculous. “Are you buying passage with your looks? With those claws?”

      “I’m strong, enthusiastic, and they won’t have to pay me much,” Quik replied. “That’s all it takes.”

      “But why? Why leave?”

      “The same reason you head into the jungle every day. Adventure. A chance to find something new.”

      “Or someone?”

      Quik’s smile grew, “It’s a big world out there, Wax. Just might be someone on the other isles I’m looking for.”

      “Can’t fight that, then,” Wax put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “When does she sail?”

      “Thanks to your shrive gambit, a few days at least. Maybe longer.” Quik’s smile faded. “Rumor is there’s Kance clippers running around. Their second queen wants to make a name for herself.”

      “With piracy?”

      “With plunder.” Quik stood up. “If you’re really making that run, you’d better knock yourself out fast. Any later than dawn and you’re not getting back in time.”

      “Always taking care of me.”

      “Hey, you get yourself hurt, I might have to come take care of you.”

      “Please.” Wax picked himself up. “Bliss is going to be the one running this show when you’re gone.”

      Quik didn’t deny it, and both brothers left the edge to go back inside the three room tree house, hammocks and mosquito netting draping down from the corners. Music, dancing, the occasional hoot and holler from both human and hornbill set Wax to dreaming fast.

      
      Waking came faster, came with the same cries. The party for some in Kitaye never stopped, and Wax rolled from his dried rope hammock wondering how those poor people could miss a day for the night.

      Bliss and Quik shared their room, the larger of the two, along with the family’s living essentials. Two rain barrels swapped places as they filled up, a scoop from one with his wood cup giving Wax a refresher. Next came a mango, some dried jerky from two boxes along the tree house’s sole counter. Various weaves and gear hung over each of their hammocks, and Wax grabbed his rope, his thicker shirt and shorts for the day.

      He’d swing faster with lighter clothes, but the shrives weren’t in safe territory. Better something that could turn a claw or deflect a thorn.

      After filling a water skin, tucking more fruit and jerky into a large shoulder-strapped satchel, Wax dipped outside and jumped on the rope ladder heading down. He left his feet off the rungs, letting his hands control the descent all the way down.

      Kitaye’s all-night revelers mixed now with other early risers. Hunters, gatherers, traders found their friends and made for the cooking circles. A few, like Wax, took off towards the forest. None, though, made for the western edge, the more difficult terrain and, after a long ways, the deep fens and caves where shrives could be found.

      The comfortably chill air melded into an ankle-deep fog as Wax went towards Kitaye’s outskirts, leaving the inlet behind. The route to the shrive’s location wasn’t exactly a road, but he’d traversed it before, albeit over several days and with many more people for a city-wide mission.

      A fun thing, those, when all Kitaye would pull together and select a group of novices, of experienced adults to go together and find true adventure. A staple five, seven years ago, they’d all but vanished now thanks to the same Foti types offering Wax this deal.

      Unlike this one, most traders from the other isles didn’t want anything special. Fruits, weaves, herbs and crafted tools made the hay for Kitaye, so why risk larger, longer journeys?

      From what Wax heard, too, Mottilan, the isle’s only other city, on Vis’s eastern coast, had adopted the same posture. Most of the island was left alone to do as nature wanted, its secrets kept undiscovered. At least, until Wax decided to go looking for them.

      “Actually doing it, huh?” Pan called, snapping Wax from his explorer daydream. His friend, for once carrying his own rope with his mushroom satchels, leaned against a tree to Wax’s right. “Bliss thought you would.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “What’s it look like?” Pan replied, holding up two satchels. Like Wax, he had on a thick emerald weave. Climbing shoes already on. “You want to get shrives, so do I.”

      Wax eyed the rope around Pan’s waist, “You’re not fast enough.”

      “Don’t tell him he’s not fast,” Sawi said, pulling Wax’s bewildered eyes back towards town to see his girlfriend walking up. Next to her, climbing rope also around her waist and looking real smug about it, was Bliss. “We help each other and we’ll get there and back in time and okay, easy.”

      For a hot moment Wax wanted to protest, and he spread his arms out to that effect, but before a single word left his mouth, Wax read the expressions. Pan, Sawi, and Bliss all bore grins that wouldn’t brook denials. They had the right gear, satchels and water skins filled and ready. The day was young and perfect for adventure.

      ‘Dare you to say it might be dangerous,’ Bliss signed.

      Wax shook his head, smiled. “Didn’t plan on being a babysitter today, but fine. You all want to go get some shrives, let’s do it.”

      
      The climb started a few groves past Kitaye’s end. The tree, marked with a red-dyed rope around its base, stretched from ground to canopy. Steps carved into the massive trunk made the scaling easy, Wax taking the lead. The shoes held their grip on the wood, his hands had more trouble with the morning dew, but that’s why Wax went first: his big fingers swept off the wet, cleared the way for the others. Sawi went last, ready to grab a rope if the owner fell.

      Just below the highest leaves, Wax stopped at a major branch heading west. This high options abounded but swinging with speed meant picking a course that’d keep momentum. Drops along giant fronds or flowers would give him velocity, while vines loosed at the right moment would send Wax rocketing upward to regain the lost altitude. Instinct would get him the rest of the way.

      “First stop,” Wax said, the other three waiting mid-climb behind him, “is Ying’s Roost. Everyone know
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